Besides, the problems with the implementation of the current MFF give arguments for a thorough reform with a view of the post-2020 MFF.
Introduction
Even a cursory review of the literature and studies on the financing of European integration leaves no doubt that the EU's budget needs reform. Experts criticise the revenue and expenditure mechanisms as well as the management rules of the budget. Back in 2003, the Sapir report described the EU budget as 'a historical relic' and called for a major overhaul (Sapir at al. 2003: 172) ; this description remains valid and is often cited by experts (Cipriani 2007:1; Buti and Nava 2008: 1; Núñez Ferrer 2016: 1) . Despite the conviction that profound budgetary reform is required, most authors say that the prospects for such a reform are weak. The EU budget is seen as a 'reform-immune ' and 'pathdependant' system (Cipriani 2007; Heinemann at al. 2010; Benedetto, Milo 2012) . Among the obstacles to profound change is one that recurs in conclusions, namely an excessive focus by the Member States on their net financial balance, exacerbated by unanimity voting in the Council on the MFF.
I
Any changes to the budgetary system of the EU take place slowly, but there are only a few opportunities for taking decisions on change and they are usually limited by the requirement of a unanimous vote in the Council. Certainly, the most important opportunity is during the process of deciding on the MFF. Another opportunity for stock-taking and for presenting ideas for reforms is the mid-term review of the MFF. This exercise has been gaining importance since the introduction of seven-year financial planning in the EU.
Multi-year financial planning in the public sector has definite advantages, but it is not easy to create a system with the right balance between stability, predictability and flexibility, allowing quick responses to unexpected circumstances. Experience in recent years shows that the longer the time-frame, and the more dynamic the political and economic circumstances facing the EU, the greater the need for various mechanisms for interim evaluation and adjustment of the MFF (Allen, Tommasi 2001; Spackman 2002) . This paper sets out to provide insight into the upcoming mid-term review of the EU's MFF 2014-2020. It contains an overview of the evolution of the idea, the legal framework and scope and a round-up of the main issues at stake at the outset of the debate, i.e. still before the official presentation of the review by the European Commission.
What have we learnt from the past?
The multiannual approach to spending was introduced by the European Communities in 1988, with the aim of improving budgetary discipline, making expenditure more predictable, and ensuring a steady source of financing for Community policies.
II The first financial perspective covered a period of five years (1988) (1989) (1990) (1991) (1992) ), but all others since then have covered seven years. III For as long as the EU has had multiannual financial plans, they have come under pressure from political and economic developments, both anticipated and unanticipated, requiring certain adjustments to agreed figures and rules. Thus, the dilemma of how to ensure stable and predictable financing for European policies while at the same time being able to respond to unexpected needs, is not new. One of the solutions to this dilemma is to schedule a review of certain elements of the plan, more or less at the midway point of its duration. This exercise has, to varying degrees, also been provided for in past EU multiannual financial perspectives and frameworks (Table 1) . The first Financial Perspective, for 1988 Perspective, for -1992 , covered a period of five years, with no mid-term review.
IV The provisions of the second perspective covered a period of seven years (1993) (1994) (1995) (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) , and although they did not explicitly provide for a comprehensive midterm review, the intergovernmental conference scheduled for 1996 (in the middle of this period) was intended as an opportunity to introduce amendments to the Interinstitutional This detail may therefore be put on the list of issues for the negotiations of the post-2020 MFF.
It should be emphasised that according to Article 2 of the MFF Regulation the review should, as appropriate, be followed by a proposal for a revision. Therefore, whether a relevant procedure for the revision will be triggered, depends on the European
Commission. In this case it would be the special legislative procedure laid down in Article 312 TFEU. It requires a unanimous vote in the Council, unless the European Council authorises the Council to act by qualified majority, and the consent from the EP given by a majority of its members. Moreover, based on the Commission's political declaration attached to the MFF regulation it can be expected that particular attention will be paid to the functioning of the global margin for payments in order to ensure that the overall payments ceiling remains available throughout the period.
However, if any changes to the regulation are introduced these should not result in a reduction of the national envelopes. XIII In addition, the mid-term review/revision will be an opportunity to consider the appropriate duration of the next MFF, with a view to aligning it with the political cycles of the EU institutions.
What issues are at stake and why?
There are reasons to expect a thorough mid-term review of the MFF 2014-2020 with thoughtful conclusions which can be followed by a proposal for a revision of the regulation. The list of issues at stake includes both current problems requiring immediate action, and long-standing, contentious aspects of the MFF. The former concern the MFF's flexibility, and adjustment of expenditure ceilings in the light of various recent crises and new political priorities. The latter would cover aspects that need to be considered with a view to a post-2020 MFF.
Implementation of the 2014-2020 MFF has already proven to be challenging in its first two years. First of all, the resources agreed for the current MFF were not only substantially lower than the Commission's proposal, but also below those of the 2007-2013 period.
Secondly, the reduced MFF had to absorb the abnormal backlog of payments (€24.7 billion in 2014) that had built up in the EU budget since 2011 (D'Alfonso, Sapala 2015). Thirdly, since December 2013, when the current MFF was adopted, the political situation in the EU has changed significantly, and the need for funding has dramatically increased in some areas. Some of the decisions and actions taken by the EU in response to unexpected domestic and international developments, such as the refugee crisis, the conflict in Ukraine, the increased threat of terrorism, agricultural sector crises and the protracted economic crisis in Greece, have major budgetary consequences. The greatest pressure for increased spending has been on MFF heading 3, 'Security and citizenship', and heading 4, 'Global
Europe', and resources under these headings have been completely exhausted. Moreover, in order to mitigate the impact of the ongoing economic downturn, a decision was taken to establish a new financial initiative with a contribution from the EU budget: the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI). This decision entailed shifts and cuts to amounts previously allocated to Horizon 2020 and the Connecting Europe Facility.
Therefore, although barely two years have passed since the beginning of the current MFF, in order to accommodate these needs and ensure the smooth implementation of the EU budget, the budgetary authority (the Council and the EP) has already had to resort to almost all the special, 'last-resort' margins and flexibility instruments provided for in the MFF Regulation (Table 2) . Both the review of the current MFF and the proposal for the post-2020 MFF will also be opportunities to promote the Commission's broader "Budget Focused on Results"
initiative. XVI Performance based budgeting is becoming a leading concept for the overall construction of the EU budget; and it triggers changes in the way the funds are allocated and the results are measured.
The positions of the main decision-makers
The review of the MFF is included in the Commission's 2016 Work Plan under 'New initiatives', but the exact timing of the presentation of documents has not yet been announced. The issue is, however, high on the Commission's agenda and, according to
President Juncker, the review should be used as an opportunity to "orient the EU budget further towards jobs, growth and competitiveness". Kristalina Georgieva, Commission
Vice-President for the Budget, has on many occasions also expressed her commitment to a thorough review, taking a close look at the budgets' priorities and the options for improving the way it functions. 
Conclusions
Given the magnitude of the new challenges confronting Europe and the scope of the review/revision as intended by Article 2 of the MFF regulation, the European Commission is expected to propose concrete changes. The list of problems to be addressed is extensive.
They concern both the difficulties implementing the current MFF and long-awaited reforms to EU financing.
As demonstrated in this paper, short and medium-term changes to the EU budgetary system are expected by the EP, academic and expert circles, and stakeholders. The first opinions and official position papers were recently presented by the Member States or their representatives. They include proposals for both minor adjustments and far-reaching changes. XIX Experience shows, however, that amendments and adjustments to the MFF are never easy. Often the problem lies not in the lack of proposals for change, but in securing the unanimity needed to adopt them. 
